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Professionalization of the Fire Service:
There’s more to it than putting the wet stuff on the hot stuff

Dr. Redd R.J.G. Branner
Franklin University

Introduction
Professional firefighting in the United States is often traced
back to the 17th Century; most notably, the Boston fire of
1631. In the early days of firefighting, fire departments were,
for lack of better words, social organizations. From the earliest
firefighting operations consisting of bucket brigades, to the
latest high-tech equipment designed to extinguish fires,
firefighters have always been our heroes! We applaud them
when they extinguish fires and save lives, we mourn them
when they lose their lives. Firefighting is often thought of as
putting the wet stuff on the hot stuff (water on fire); however,
firefighting goes much deeper than fire ground operations.
Although new technology plays an important role in
protecting the lives of firefighters and the community they
serve, firefighters must be academically and professionally
prepared to lead fire and emergency service organizations.
Twenty-first century firefighters must be capable of managing
human resources, interpreting employment law, managing
budgets, writing grants and leading their organization
ethically. This paper discusses the professionalization of
firefighters through training, education and policy.

Methods
The purpose of this study is to discuss the professionalization of the
fire service. In this presentation, empirical research, commission
reports, literature reviews and journal articles will be reviewed and
analyzed to provide a rationale for the professionalization of fire and
emergency services. To gain an understanding of the importance of the
professionalization of the fire service, several articles will be
reviewed. In particular the literature reviewed focuses on the
following: Theory and practice in firefighting; professionalizing and
standardizing curriculum, and educational theories supporting the need
for standardization. Lastly, the research will address the following
questions:
1. Why is there a need to professionalize the fire service?
2. What role does education / curriculum play in
professionalizing the fire service?
3. What are the benefits of professionalizing the fire service?
4. What is the FESHE model and how does it serve the fire
service?
5. What role does certification play in professionalizing the
fire service?
6. How does society benefit from a professional fire service?

The Need for Professionalization
Professionalism is the occurrence of confidence and trust of citizenry
in the competence and skill of a person trained to conduct a job and
live up to a professional code of conduct (Goldman, 2013). For
decades the attainment of a degree denoted professionalism. However,
there has been a great movement in favor of certification of degree
programs and certificate programs in higher education to indicate
professionalism. According to Hital and Densley (2013), although a
college degree can reflect in improved performance on the job, the
attainment of a degree is not required by all fire service organizations.
The majority of the existence of firefighting has not placed an
emphasis on professional degrees, but on physical training and
experience. According to Armstrong & Polk (2002), a college
education is beginning to emerge as one of the most valuable assets a
public safety officer can have, especially if there is an interest in
service longevity, promotion and advancement.

Training, Development &
Professionalization
NFA & FESHE
On April 1 of 1853, Cincinnati OH became the first
professional fire department by being made up of 100%
full-time, paid employees. Although these were paid
professionals, basic fire academies had not been established
for the training of professional firefighters.
In 1971, President Richard Nixon assembled a 20-member
blue-ribbon panel of experts in the field of fire protection to
study the country’s alarming fire problem and the related
needs of the American fire services (America Burning,
1972). The group became known as the National
Commission on Fire Prevention and Control (NCFPC). The
intent of the NCFPC was to create a federal training
academy that offered programs and curriculum not
otherwise available to state fire training agencies and local
fire departments, and was to be modeled after the FBI
Academy in nearby Quantico, Virginia (Fire Chief
Magazine, 1974). It was determined through the NCFPC
that the Fire Academy would achieve the following in
professionalizing fire and emergency services: Improve the
management and capabilities of the fire service; reduce life
and property losses and injuries from fires; and function as
the core of the nation’s efforts in fire service education.
The United States Fire Administration’s National Fire
Academy (NFA) is part of the Department of Homeland
Security’s Federal Emergency Management Agency and is
located at the National Emergency Training Center (NETC)
along with the FEMA’s Emergency Management Institute.
The NFA promotes the professional development of the fire
and emergency response community and its allied
professionals. To supplement and support State and local
fire service training programs, the NFA delivers educational
and training courses having a national focus. Through its
courses and programs, the NFA works to enhance the ability
of fire, emergency services, and allied professionals to deal
more effectively with fire and related emergencies (NFA,
n.d.; NCFPC, 1972).
To further develop professional firefighters, the National
Fire Academy created the Fire and Emergency Services
Higher Education network to establish a core curriculum
designed to professionalize fire and emergency services.
The strategic goals of the FESHE network were to: 1.
Establish a national model for an integrated, competency
based system of fire and emergency service professional
development; 2. Develop a national model for a system of
higher education from associate’s to doctoral degrees; and
3. Develop well-trained and academically educated fire and
emergency service professionals preparing the nation for all
hazards (USFA, n.d.). The NCFPC also determined that
well-developed courses in management techniques would
help officers in paid departments compete for budgetary
dollars with other municipal departments (1972).

Degree Programs
In 1999, the FESHE network broke ground on a standardized
undergraduate core curriculum, national in scope, content and
outcomes (USFA, n.d.). The FESHE mission is to: Establish an
organization of post-secondary institutions to promote higher
education and to enhance the recognition of the fire and emergency
services as a profession to reduce loss of life and property from fire
and other hazards.
There now exists a consortium of associate level and bachelor’s degree
programs with a national curriculum designed to educate firefighters in
the profession of fire and emergency services administration (USFA,
n.d.):
• Accredited FESHE Associate’s programs in the U.S. = 72
• Accredited FESHE Bachelor’s programs in the U.S. = 22
• Accredited FESHE Graduate programs in the U.S. = 12
A national system for fire-related higher education is important
because, as with other professions, a theoretical core of academic
courses should be a prerequisite for entering these fields. As more
schools adopt these model curricula, the fire and emergency services
move from a vocation towards becoming a full-fledged profession.

Conclusions
As many other professions in public safety have already made the
move towards professionalization, it is evidenced in this study that
there is a need to professionalize the fire service. Most communities
view firefighters as big kids with big trucks that put the wet stuff on
the hot stuff. However, as we have seen from the creation of the
National Commission on Fire Prevention and Control, The creation of
the National Fire Academy, in addition to the professionalization of
other public safety careers, there is a dire need to professionalize and
continuously educate firefighters.
The creation of a core professional curriculum, consist nationwide in
the higher education system, demonstrates the federal government’s
commitment to professionalize firefighters at the local, state and
federal levels. The professionalism will be evident in these firefighters
when there is confidence in the competence or skills placed in
practice, as well as through the confidence and trust of citizenry that
those hired to protect and serve in the fire service are obligated to and
live up to a professional code of leadership and conduct.
Challenges for the Professionalization of Firefighters
• Maintaining the FESHE curriculum model
• Technological advances
• Changing educational requirements
• Overcoming the stigma of the traditional firefighter
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